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Building a National Literature in Modern
China: Literary Criticism, Gender Ideology,
and the Public Sphere

Yingjin Zhang
Introduction
It is widely acknowledged that modern Chinese literature,
from its very beginning in the early twentieth century, has been
deeply involved with the questions of the nation.1 In standard
literary historiography, "New Literature" (xin wenxue) has always
been conceptualized as a “national” literature. Thus, it is a
literature which came into being in response to the urgent call for
^national revival" (as in the late Qing period), sought to remodel
“national character” （
as in the May Fourth period)，and mobilized
the people to the common cause of “national salvation” （
as in
the 1930s).*1
2 The process of building a national literature is the
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Condensed versions of this essay were presented at the
meetings of the Association for Asian Studies in Boston, March 1994
and of the American Association of Chinese Comparative Literature at
Princeton University in June 1994. My thanks to Mayfair Young and
Zhang Longxi for their comments on the earlier drafts.
1 It must be remembered that, in the history of modern Chinese
literature, the “nation” is an overarching term under which a number of
distinct but interrelated concepts (e.g., guomin, minzu, and guojia) are
customarily brought together. These concepts are oftentimes undefined
and sometimes even interchangeable. In literary criticism, various
ideologies competed to claim the legitimacy of the nation while
accusing others of distorting the concept.
2The inaugural issue of New Fiction (1902) specifies these aims:
to uplift the spirit of the nation (guomin), to widen people's knowledge,
and to promote Chinese civilization (Chen and Xia 1989: 39-40). From
the historical hindsight of the 1980s，“remodeling the soul of the nation”
{gaizao minzu linghun) is identified as the basic character of modern
Chinese literature, which runs from Liang Qichao through Lu Xun to the
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topic of the present study, which explores the intricate
relationships among literary criticism, gender ideology, and the
public sphere in early twentieth-century China. The working
hypothesis for this study is that the project of building a national
literature in modern China would not have been conceivable
without the functioning of a liberal public sphere, whose rationalcritical discourse engendered modern literary criticism in the first
place. In its timely intervention through print media (mostly
journals and newspapers), literary criticism as a modern
discourse mediated the production and consumption of literature
by formulating new definitions of literature, policing (<devianf
ideologies, and contesting public opinion through ever-renewed
polemics. From the 1900s to the 1930s, gender as a category in
literary criticism took this trajectory: initial recognition, radical
polarization, and eventual exclusion. By the mid-1930s, modern
Chinese literature, which had been created for the purpose of
enlightening and invigorating the modern nation at the turn of the
century, was securely anchored in a seemingly gender-free but
fundamentally masculinist concept of national literature. In
consequence, the May Fourth concepts of enlightenment
(qimeng) and freedom were transformed, the discourse of
individualism was renounced, and the categories of nation and
epoch (shidai) were upheld as most important in literary
criticism. Perhaps, due to the imperative of national salvation
(jiuwang),3 to the reorganization of leftist writers along the party
line, and to the tightening of Nationalist-state censorship, the
liberal public sphere started disintegrating and its rational-critical
discourse ceased functioning from the mid-1930s on.

1930s (Qian et a/. 1987: 1-13). For national salvation, see the next
note.
3
“National salvation” becomes an important concept in the
1980s when Li Zehou constructs a set of dual variations between
“enlightenment” and “salvation” and posits them as central to the
intellectual history of modern China (Li 1987: 7-49). As a matter of fact,
long before the May Fourth, the term jiuwang was used
interchangeably with jiuguo (both meaning ^national salvation11) by Tian
Lusheng in a critical article published in Monthly Fiction (Yueyue
xiaoshuo) in 1907: 'Today, to attempt national salvation, one must start
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The Public Sphere and Its Rational-Critical Discourse
In a review article in 1990, W illiam Rowe uses the
occasion of the publication of the long-overdue English
translation of Jurgen Habermas4
5 The Structural Transformation
of the Public Sphere to reflect on what scholars in the China field
can do with the new ground opened by the seminal concept of
the public sphere. After sorting out the linguistic parallels
between "public" and gong, Rowe surveys a number of recent
historiographies of China which investigate the public sphere.
Rowe begins by contending that Habermas might be concerned
more with l,an arena of political debate and political action" than
with ua domain of proprietorship and of managerial responsibility
over collective goods and services. He then charts several
avenues of further investigation，one of them being “the process
of closure, or transformation，of the public sphere in twentiethcentury China” （
Rowe 1990: 324-25)/
The present study of literary criticism in modern China is
an attempt in the same direction. Historically, the rise of literary
criticism as a rational-critical discourse at the turn of the century
owed much to the establishment of a public sphere in late
imperial China.5The theoretical ground for this statement can be
located in Habermas" explication of the emergence of criticism
as an essential function of the public sphere in modern Europe.
from fiction and fiction reform), (Chen and Xia 1989: 263-64). Tian was
following Liang Qichao in promoting new fiction as the fastest and most
effective means of bringing “enlightenment” to (or，more specifically，
instilling the “patriotic spirit” in) Chinese readers nation-wide. These
originally dual purposes of new fiction may dovetail with Lydia Liu's
argument that the discourses of enlightenment and nationalism “stood
in a rather ambivalent relation” （
Lydia Liu 1993: 170_74) —instead of in
total opposition as suggested by Li Zehou and Vera Schwarcz (1986)
—in modern China.
4 Wang Hui and Leo Ou-fan Lee also differentiated a cluster of
words related to the concept of public sphere (Wang et ai. 1994: 598605).
5 Mary Rankin insists that ,lfrom the late Ming onward there was
a continuous, slowly developing，public sphere in China”
；however，the
Chinese sphere differs from its Western counterpart in that it was
“based on groups and localities，rather than individuals and private
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As Habermas observes, early capitalist long-distance trade
brought about two elem ents in the new com m ercial
relationships: the traffic in commodities and the traffic in news.
Growing out of the latter, the press gradually acquired a unique,
explosive power, as is evident in innumerable political journals
which reported not only commercial news but also political
issues of common concerns. With the rise of a reading public to
whom the products of culture (literature, art, and music) became
publicly accessible (through public libraries, museums, and
concert halls), a rational-critical discourse was instituted. This
discourse soon “claimed the public sphere regulated from above
against the public authorities, to engage them in a debate over
the general rules governing relations in the basically privatized
but publicly relevant sphere of commodity exchange and social
labor" (1989: 27). Habermas identifies these institutions of the
early public sphere: the coffee houses, the salons, the table
societies, and the literary societies, which constituted the
“centers of criticism—literary at first, then also political” （
1989:
32).
One characteristic of this early European public sphere is
its insistence on the public use of reason, a practice whereby the
social status of the participants was disregarded and nobility and
intellectuals were treated equally in view of their “common
humanity” （
Habermas 1989: 36). When the privatized individuals
(as both the property owners and the heads of family) came
together to form a public by their own free will (i.e., without state
regulation), they shared common interests in self-knowledge, in
empathy, and in all aspects related to the question of being

公共空間

property and on management，rather than open debate” （
Rankin 1993:
158，169). For a debate concerning the issues of public sphere and
civil society in China, see Wakeman (1993); Rowe (1993). A more
recent development is Leo Lee’s preference for the term “public space”
(gonggong kongjian)] otherwise, he is content with ltproto-public
sphere” as constituted by bookstores，journals, study circles, and
salons (Wang et al. 1994: 602). For the sake of simplicity, the present
study will use “(liberal) public sphere” rather than “proto-public sphere,”
with the realization that designating and theorizing the “public
space/sphere” 一 or, in Philip Huang's words, "the third realm between
state and society” 一 in China is still an unsettled issue (Huang 1993).
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“human.” Their active participation therefore contributed to the
process of enlightenm ent (1989: 50-51). What is worth
mentioning here is that the rational-critical discourse first came
into being not so much—at least not primarily—for criticizing the
state (a matter of political intervention) as for fulfilling one's own
potential for humanity (a matter of private cultivation).
Nevertheless, the relationship between the critic engaged
in the public sphere and the general public as the recipient of
critical opinions changed over time. As Habermas perceptively
comments, (<Wherever the public established itself institutionally
as a stable group of discussants, it did not equate itself with the
public but at most claimed to act as its mouthpiece, in its name,
perhaps even as its educator” （
1989: 37)_ This admittedly
elitist—but no longer aristocratic— position on the part of the
critic was legitimated, not simply because the masses were
largely illiterate and too poor to pay for literature or music, but
also because the reading or the concert-going public did not
usually respond to a given cultural product in the same way as a
group of discussants did through a rational-critical discourse.
The general public, therefore, needed or even demanded a
certain guidance from the critic in order to appreciate fully a
cultural product and to participate further in the enlightenment
process.
In the newly established communication system, the
content of private discussions became more and more
accessible publicly, especially after the periodicals (an advanced
form of ea rlier journals) regularly published reviews,
commentaries, and editorials. To quote Peter HohendahTs
characterization of the institutionalization of criticism in the
European public sphere, “Every judgment is designed to be
directed toward a public; communication with the reader is an
integral part of the system. Through its relationship with the
reading public, critical reflection loses its private character.
Criticism opens itself to debate, it attempts to convince, it invites
contradiction” （
1982: 52).
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Liang Qichao and the Rise of Modem Literary Criticism
in China
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HohendahTs words may be borrowed to describe a
Chinese landmark piece, "On the Relationship Between Fiction
and Popular Sovereignty," by Liang Qichao (1873-1929), who
was indisputably the “authority on public opinion” at the turn of
the century.6 Published in the inaugural issue (October 1902) of
his Yokohama-based literary journal, New Fiction (Xin xiaoshuo),
Liang's essay is a prime example of the rational-critical
discourse that prevailed in the liberal public sphere. In a
schematic way characteristic of the late Qing argumentative
prose style, Liang distinguishes two kinds of fiction ("idealisf
and “realist”）and locates four basic types of power in fiction: to
“incense” （
xun), to “immerse” （
/7n)，to “goad” （
c/), and, most
importantly, to “uplift” （
f/). By indiscriminately condemning
tradition al fiction as the fundam ental source of moral
degeneration in Chinese history, Liang envisions a new type of
political fiction，one that will renovate “the people of a nation”
(yiguo zhimin) by reinvigorating its morality, religion, manners,
learning and the arts, as well as by renewing the people's hearts
and remodeling their characters (Chen and Xia 1989: 33-37;
Hsia 1978: 222-23). What Liang Qichao remarkably achieved in
the program of new fiction, with the assistance of his reformminded contemporaries—such as Yan Fu (1853-1921) and Xia
Zengyou (1863-1924) _ and his subsequent followers in fiction
criticism_ such as Chu Qing (Di Pingzi, alias Di Baoxian, 18721940), Jue Wo (Xu Nianci, 1874-1908), and Huang Moxi (18551913) —was the elevation of fiction, among all other genres of
literature, to “a position of unprecedented intellectual
respectability in China" (Lee and Nathan 1985: 381).
Liang’s essay marks the beginning of modern literary
criticism in China. Unlike the previous subgenre of fiction
commentary, which was usually written in a private moment of
aesthetic appreciation and which had a limited circulation among
6 These words came from Cao Juren (1900-1972), an influential
journalist and writer who in his memoirs claims that almost every
Chinese intellectual was influenced by Liang Qichao in the first half of
the twentieth century (Cao 1955: 1. 67).
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7
One source has it that Liang's Shiwu bao "achieved an
unprecedented circulation of twelve thousand in 1896" and his Xinmin
congbao "claimed a circulation of fourteen thousand in 1906'' (Lee and
Nathan 1985: 364-65).

報

literati and scholars (Rolston 1996)，Liang’s critical piece was
charged with immense rhetorical power and was directed toward
a large reading public to engender a critical reception of his
rational arguments. In this regard, his essay was clearly
engaged in a rational-critical discourse that had been newly
institutionalized in the popular and increasingly powerful political
and literary periodicals in late Qing China (MacKinnon 1997).
The emergence of periodical press in late Qing has
received an extensive study by Leo Ou-fan Lee and Andrew
Nathan. For instance, active local and long-distance trade,
cosmopolitan cities, and frequent travel in Ming-Qing civilization
are shown to have paved the way for the sudden rise to
prominence of journalism and fiction at the turn of the century.
Although commercial newspapers such as Shen bao, Hu bao,
and Xinwen bao had initially avoided political controversy, after
the crisis of 1895 (Jiawu) there was an increasing demand for
new political journals, such as Liang Qichao^ Shiwu bao and
Xinmin congbao, which attempted to mobilize Kthe people
against or in spite of the regime," and which articulated a voice
distinctively “polemical, even at the cost of extremism and
polarization” （
Lee and Nathan 1985: 366-67).7
The tendency toward polemics bespeaks the specific
function literary criticism was to perform in modern China. No
longer confined to a relatively narrow space of traditional
scholarship, modern literary criticism, as exemplified in Liang's
essay, was to mediate the interests of state and society through
the public sphere. It is in this sense that the critic (that is, the
writer or the editor working in the periodical press) assumed a
new role一“no longer that of the state-oriented scholar-official，
but that of a ‘popular’ spokesman for society” （
Lee and Nathan
1985: 378-79). Despite the didacticism frequently found in the
“propaganda journal” （
Lee and Nathan 1985: 367) and the elitist
attitude clearly manifested in the promoters of new fiction (Chen
1989: 95-109), one has to bear in mind that literary criticism in
late Qing and early Republican China, like early art criticism in
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modern Europe，“had not yet become dominated by specialists
and experts; along with discussions of politics and morality, it
served as a humanizing influence" (Hohendahl 1982: 60).
Butterfly Fiction, Gender Categories, and Literary Polemics

蘇曼殊
小說叢話

粗人

The fact that no specialists dominated literary criticism at
the turn of the century is demonstrated by a forum organized by
New Fiction from 1903 to 1905 with contributions from Liang
Qichao, Di Pingzi, Su Manshu (1884-1918)，and many others. In
the editorial preface, Liang tells of the genesis of this
unprecedented, concerted effort at "fiction criticism" (xiaoshuo
conghua). Once in a private meeting at his residence, Liang
showed a dozen items of his fiction commentary to his literary
friends. They discussed the items and became so fascinated
with this new subject that each w rote down his own
com m entaries. The result was the several dozen items
published in sequence in New Fiction.
To be sure, the private meeting at Liang’s residence could
be used as evidence for the exclusion of women from the literary
public sphere in late Qing China. Nevertheless, if one makes a
distinction between the social institutions of the public sphere
and its rational-critical discourse,8 it is then interesting to note
that gender as a category already surfaced in the New Fiction
forum. Di Pingzi, for instance, lumps women and vulgar people
(curen) together and argues that they do not necessarily
appreciate great writers, such as Shakespeare and Flaubert
(Chen and Xia 1989: 66). Su Manshu, on the other hand,
acknowledges the indispensable role played by women
characters in fiction writing: “Among all works of fiction in the
world, we certainly have ordinary works without the presence of
women characters, but there are no great works that do not
include any woman character" (1989: 80). At this early stage of
modern literary criticism, gender and literature seemed to have
formed an uneasy relationship: woman as a fictional character is
8
As Craig Calhoun argues，“it is crucial to . . . analyze the
relationship between social institutions and discourse” （
Calhoun 1993:
278). In other words, one should not blur the line between these two by
taking the institution to mean its discourse or vice versa.
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indispensable to great literature, whereas woman as a marginal
member of the reading public tends to delimit the appeal of great
literature.
The relationship of gender and literature was given a clear
but polarized configuration in the 1910s and 1920s. Instead of a
utopian political fiction propagating reforms on a national scale,
Chinese fiction developed—or rather “regressed”一into the old
mixture of a “masculine” knight-errantry and a “fem inine”
romance. By 1915, Liang was quite disgusted with the revived
games of "incitement to robbery and lu sf (huidao yu huiyin),
which were in ninety percent of the new fiction produced over
the past decade. In fact，he warned the “self-styled fiction
writers" of an eventual retribution, I f not in your own bodies,
surely on your offspring; if not in this age, certainly in the ages to
come" (Lee and Nathan 1985: 386). Liang thus ends his
admonitory piece: l<Alas, what is the point of my speaking here
anyway?” （
Chen and Xia 1989: 484). Obviously, what Liang
expresses there is not just a pathetic gesture of abandonment,
but also an ironic commentary on the eloquence and arrogance
of his essay on new fiction written thirteen years before.
Acting in a similarly indignant mood, but with his trade
mark sarcasm, Lu Xun (1881-1936) presented in 1919 a picture
of contemporary Chinese fiction in radically polarized gender
terms. He maintains that, despite the wars between the South
and the North, the Southerners and the Northerners were
actually helping each other by sharing their respective brands of
fiction . Out of sym pathy for the “w ea k，
” “effem inate”
Southerners, the Northern writers offered instructions in a variety
of martial arts (bagua, taiji, hongjiat xiajia, and so on). Out of
sympathy for the “simplistic，
” “masculine” Northerners, the
Southern writers composed articles teeming with sentimental
phrases such as “dreams,” “souls,” “tears,” “secret lives，
” and
"black curtains/1At the end of his New Youth (Xin qingnian)
piece, Lu Xun calls on the macho Northern knight-errants and
the sentimental Southern scholars to reform themselves and not
to harm each other by producing more pulp literature (Rui et al.
1984:2.719-20).
In spite of those initial, sporadic attempts at modern
literary criticism, popular Chinese fiction arrived “in waves” and
dominated the market in the 1920s (Link 1981: 22; Liu 1984: 140; Wei 1962:166-274; Zhang 1991: 28-40). In 1921, the
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following eye-catching advertisement appeared in a Shanghai
newspaper: “I would rather not take a concubine/ Than miss out
葉聖陶
once on Safunyay1’ （
Link 1981: 171). Ye Shengtao (1894-1988)
found this slogan extremely disturbing, for the popular fiction
禮拜六
magazine Safwrc/ay (/_/jba/7/u) —a stronghold of the “Mandarin
Duck and Butterfly" school— not only "insulted literature, but
insulted readers as well" (Rui et al. 1984: 2. 729). The
Saturday advertising slogan was insulting in that it unabashedly
equated reading experience with sexual experience, which
subverted the agendas of both new fiction (as in Liang Qichao)
胡適 and new literature (as in Hu Shi [1891-1962] and Chen Duxiu
陳 獨 秀 [1880-1942])，and degraded literature once more to a form of
mere entertainment (Beijing daxue et al. 1979: 1.12-25, 1.6883).
The sexualization of reading experience in the Saturday
鄭振鐸
advertisement led Zheng Zhenduo (1898-1958) to conjure up an
equally strong sexual image in his counterattack. Writing in the
early 1920s, Zheng asserted that the moral stature of the
butterfly writer had degenerated from that of a literary beggar"
文丐
{wengai) to that of a literary prostitute" (wenchang). Just as a
文娼
prostitute seeks pleasures in making money and spreading
rumors, so the feminine or feminized butterfly writer shamelessly
ingratiated himself with the public by catering to its lowly or
vulgar taste (Rui et al. 1984: 2.740). The sexual metaphor was
茅盾
carried further by Mao Dun (1896-1981) in his famous essay,
“ Naturalism and Modern Chinese Fiction” （
1922)，which
黑幕小說 condemns the writers of “black curtains fiction” （
he/mw x/aos/?ty〇)
for fabricating erotic stories in order to seek ^pleasures in literary
masturbation”（
Mao Dun 1980: 977).
Gender images continued to appear in literary criticism in
the 1930s. Lu Xun’s “A Glance at Shanghai Literature” （
1931), in
鴛鴦 which the meaning of “ mandarin ducks” （
yivanyangf) and
蝴蝶 "butterflies" {hudie) was culturally contextualized, is also rich in
gender images and sexual overtones (Rui et al. 1984: 2.78797).9 Unlike his 1919 piece on the polarization of the masculine
story of knight-errantry and the feminine story of romance, in this
piece Lu Xun looks closely into the second type and unravels its

國學

9
An earlier reference to the fiction of “mandarin ducks and
butterflies" is found in Lu Xun's 1922 commentary on the so-called
“national studies” （
gt/cm/e) (1981: 1.388-89).
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modern variants (e.g., a happy ending versus a tragic ending, or
an ill-reputed prostitute versus an innocent victim from a good
family). To be sure, evocative images aside，Lu Xun’s main
target at the time was not so much the “feminine” quality in the
butterfly writings as the indulgence in male fantasies about
women in the popular <lscholar-meets-beautyM(caizi jiaren)
formula. Nonetheless, a few years later, when Lu Xun
commented on the year long debate between Beijing
writers— led by Shen Congwen (1902-1988)— and Shanghai
writers—led by Su Wen (Du Heng, 1907-1964) —in 1935, he still
found it necessary to present the “Beijing Type” and the
''Shanghai Type" (Jingpai yu Haipai) in richly evocative gender
terms. Although he explicitly denied any intention to compare the
effeminate Shanghai writer to a “converted” prostitute who in a
final conciliatory move rushes into the arms of the masculine
Beijing writer—an enemy turned lover (Lu Xun 1981: 6.302305),10 the necessity of this denial alone suffices to reveal Lu
Xun's real intentions, which were to intervene in literary criticism
and to downplay the significance of the Beijing-Shanghai literary
debate.
It must be evident at this point that gender as a category
was already deeply ingrained in literary criticism by the mid1930s. Most of the leading literary critics of the time had
articulated their critical opinions either in gender terms or
through gender images. What deserves further investigation are
the implications of these gender terms in literary criticism.
Consistent from Liang Qichao through Lu Xun to Mao Dun and
Zheng Zhenduo was a tendency to configure modern Chinese
fiction in polarized gender images— m asculine versus
feminine—and to deliver value judgments accordingly. In the
1920s and the 1930s, a great deal of critical attention was given
to the inundation of literary production by “femininity” ftears,”
“dreams,” “shadows，
” and so forth). This is best exemplified in
the concerted and continued efforts of the Literary Association
(Wenxue yanjiu hui)，led by Mao Dun and Zheng Zhenduo, to

文學研究會

10
Lu Xun is referring to the titular prostitute in Thais (1891), a
French novel by Anatole France, which was available in two Chinese
translations in the late 1920s. Contrary to the rather sad ending (Thais'
death) in the novel, Lu Xun inserts a happy ending to the BeijingShanghai debate.
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criticize and to contain the “evil” femininizing influences of
butterfly fiction.11 Unlike the knight-errant story, which was
equally popular but which had rarely attracted serious critical
attention, butterfly fiction was condemned as a primary source of
moral degeneration in Chinese society as late as 1941, when
Zuo Si (Wang Yuanhua) presented a comparison of two
generations of Sa⑴
writers (Rui
a/. 1984: 2.885-94). In
the judgment of the rational-critical discourse in modern China,
butterfly fiction constituted a "devianf gender ideology that was,
nevertheless, disturbingly popular and powerful; as such, it
needed to be constantly “policed” and eventually eradicated by
literary criticism.
Gender Ideology, Women’s Literature, and Leftist Literary
Criticism
The term “gender ideology” calls for elaboration. If one
follows Louis Althusser’s definition — "ideology represents the
imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of
existence” （
Althusser 1971: 162)，then gender ideology refers to
representations of imaginary relationships to the real conditions
of gender in which ind ividuals live. W hat em erges as
problematic are, therefore, not the 'Year' gender relations, which
remain intangible prior to any representation, but rather the
various imaginary gender relations, which may be in conflict. In
the realm of literary criticism in modern China, for instance, there
was a fierce competition between a specific type of gender
ideology articulated in the rational-critical discourse and another
type in butterfly fiction. As a result of this competition, the
ideology inscribed by butterfly fiction, which had never played a
part in serious literary criticism, was subsequently judged to be a

成仿吾

11
As late as 1979, Mao Dun still complained that the Creation
Society critics, such as Guo Moruo and Cheng Fangwu (1897-1984〉
,
never seriously participated in the campaign against butterfly fiction
(Rao et al. 1985: 2.1037-38). On the other hand, however, the
“feminine” quality of butterfly fiction has been reassessed recently.
Rey Chow, for instance, redefines the historical appearance of butterfly
fiction as lla femininization of the predominant Confucian culturef, and
locates in butterfly fiction a peculiar “subversiveness” that has long
been neglected by literary criticism (Chow 1986-87: 76, 80).
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“deviant” ideology and was thereupon excluded from the
standard literary history.12
The relationship between gender ideology and literary
criticism became more intricate when a group of lesser known
scholars ventured to reclaim a feminine literary tradition in the
late 1920s and early 1930s. In the views of Hui Qun, Hu Yunyi
(1906-1965), and Tao Qiuying，for instance, literature gendered
as feminine was not to be condemned (as in the worst of
contemporary butterfly fiction), but rather to be celebrated (as in
the best of traditional literature). As Wendy Larson puts it, (<the
qualities of the best literature of the past are identified as
feminine: an intense personal orientation, a delving into one’s
true inner emotions and experience, and a lyricism that comes
from lamenting a restricted existence that is socially authorized”
(1988: 45). In her study of this distinct articulation of gender
ideology in literary criticism, Larson discovers that, to one's
dismay, those critics who reclaimed femininity in traditional
Chinese literature did not apply the same critical category to
modern women writers. What could account for this double
standard?
A clue was provided by Mao Dun^ two definitive essays
on Lu Yin (1889-1934) and Bing Xin (b. 1900), two prominent
modern Chinese women writers.13 Published in the July and
August issues of Literature (Wenxue), these two essays point to
a radical reconstruction of gendered literature in the 1930s and

12
The butterfly writers did stage counterattacks in the 1920s,
but they were for the most part mere complaints, seldom articulated in
anything like a rational-critical discourse. For example, Hu Jichen
胡寄塵
published "The Pride of Literary Beggars" in the March 1929 issue of
Red Magazine (Hong), in which he admits to his distrust of Western
紅
learning. In the November 1929 issue of Red Roses {Hong meigui),
紅玫瑰
Peng Xuehai castigates the tendency toward “slogan literature” （
e_g_,
彭學海
Revolutionary Literature or Proletarian Literature) as well as the vanity
of claiming all Western literary trends (e.g., romanticism,
expressionism, classicism, symbolism, futurism, neo-realism, and the
like) in one’s own works (Rui ef a/. 1984: 1.185-88). For a study of the
question of exclusion in the historiography of modern Chinese
literature, see Yingjin Zhang (1994).
13
By “definitive” here is also meant “authoritative，
” since Mao
Dun was definitely one of the Chinese authorities on literature from the
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an eventual exclusion of the gender category from literary
criticism. Written after Lu Yin's unexpected death in childbirth in
1934, Mao Dun’s first essay insists that，as a typical May Fourth
product, Lu Yin did not develop along with the epoch and that
such lack of development was, in effect, a "regression."
Deploring Lu Yin’s abandonment of her earlier revolutionary
subject matter, Mao Dun specifically chastises her indulgence in
the “sentimental” （
the English word appears twice in his original
essay). In the thirteen years of her literary career，Lu Yin’s
women characters stayed basically the same—constantly vexed
by ennui and pessimism produced by the unresolved conflicts of
heart and mind—except that the characters had inevitably grown
older in Lu Yin's later stories (Mao Dun 1980: 176-80). In Mao
Dun’s judgment，Lu Yin，like her fictional characters，had already
been abandoned by the ever-progressing epoch.
Special attention must be paid to the fact that the “epoch”
as a critical concept was frequently used but rarely defined in
literary criticism in modern China (an issue to be taken up later
in this study). In Mao Dun’s essay on Lu Yin，it is obvious that
“epoch” has priority over “gender” as an overarching concept.
Another such overarching concept in the 1930s is “reality”
(xianshi). In his essay on Bing Xin, Mao Dun repeatedly criticizes
her tendency to retreat into a private enclave (i.e.，the “mother’s
bosom”）whenever she was confronted with serious social
problems. Bing Xin was said to give preference to the “idealist”
rather than the “realist,” and the basis of her “philosophy of love”
was judged to be “mystic” rather than “scientific” （
1980: 187,
195). In short, Bing Xin’s literary works “did not reflect society，
but rather reflected her own self (1980: 201).14 Precisely for her
failure to transcend the personal and to “move on to a broader
vision of reality” （
Feuerwerker 1975: 145)，Bing Xin would never
become a “great writer，
” which is a title reserved specifically for
the male，“realist” writer, whose works reflect both social reality

君玲薇
沅丁白
馮

1920s to the 1980s. As late as 1985，
, when a collection of Lu Yin’s
writings was published，the editor chose to place Mao Dun’s essay
before everything else, even the preface (Qian Hong 1985: i-viii).
14
Mao Dun's judgment represents a common criticism applied in
the 1930s to the majority of modern Chinese women writers, including
Feng Yuanjun (1900-1974), Ding Ling (1904-1986), and Bai Wei
(1894-1987). See, for instance, He Yubo (1936).
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and the changing epoch.15
Larson thus comments on the competition between two
opposing gender ideologies in literary criticism in the early
1930s:
The characteristics which are singled out for attack in the works
of Bing Xin and Ding Ling—individualism, an excessively narrow
scope and framework, a mystifying approach to experience, a
lack of social knowledge and awareness, extreme emotionalism,
pessimism and doubt, escapism, a poetic and romantic
mentality, decadence, emphasis on individual (and especially
female) psychology and on various kinds of love and love
conflicts—are exactly the qualities which other critics identify as
indicative of “women’s literature. Because they have been
categorized as “women writers” writing “women’s literature,” Bing
Xin and Ding Ling must either restyle, de-gender, and
revolutionize their writing or be re-categorized as outdated and
unprogressive. In other words, by the early 1930s, leftist critics
have reconstructed not “women’s literature” itself, but the
characteristics of the "women's literature" of the past as
negatively conservative. (Larson 1988: 50)16

舍金禺青
含£
曹
艾

15 In her criticism of Feuerwerker’s reading of Bing Xin, Rey
Chow questions “what amounts to a teleological method of judging,
which presupposes in an a priori manner what is ■great1 literature"
(Chow 1991: 158-59). However, the practice of gender exclusion
based on the problematic notion of ,lgreat literature" has been practiced
all along in modern China. Published as late as 1987 (Qian et a/.,
1987), a new history of modern Chinese literature written by four
middle-aged scholars reserves chapter-length studies exclusively for
great male writers, such as Lu Xun, Guo Moruo, Mao Dun, Lao She
(1899-1966), Ba Jin (b. 1904), Cao Yu (b. 1910), and Ai Qing (b. 1910).
16 Larson sets the date of this reconstruction in the early 1930sf
but the mid-1930s is more accurate because Mao Dun's essays on Lu
Yin and Bing Xin, which mark the best achievement of leftist literary
criticism on gender-related topics, were published in 1934. Recently,
the legacy of modem Chinese women writers has been reassessed
(Chow 1991: 128-36, 156-70; Larson 1993; Liu 1994).
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By the mid-1930s, a "demotion of gendered literature"
(Larson 1988: 40) seemed to have been accomplished by leftist
literary criticism, which prevailed over other gender ideologies in
the public sphere. The demotion in question, however, does not
mean that leftist literary criticism was gender-free (for it was
indisputably "gendered" in its strong male-centered position), but
rather that gender as a category in literary criticism (especially in
the case of women’s literature) had to be subordinated to the
overarching concepts of nation and epoch. It is precisely due to
the imperatives of national salvation and national literature that
leftist ideology was able to redefine modern Chinese literature
and to dominate the rational-critical discourse of the public
sphere in the 1930s.
Nation-People, Nation-State, and National Literature

國民文學
鄭伯奇
創造周刊

創造社

藝術派

The concepts of nation and epoch in modern Chinese
literary criticism call for further investigation. It may be recalled
that Liang Qichao had already referred to "the people of a
nation” when he envisioned “New nction” in 1902. Although he
did not specifically invent the designation "national literature," it
is still significant that Liang perceptively recognized the close
relationship between a new nation-people (guomin) and the new
fiction. To quote an advertising article in his popular Xinmin
congbao in 1902, the purpose of New Fiction was to ''initiate the
political thinking in the nation (guomin) and to evoke their
patriotic spirit" (Chen and Xia 1989: 41).
The term "National Literature" (guomin wenxue, literally,
literature of the nation-people") was not adequately defined until
Zheng Boqi (1895-1979) published his lengthy essay on the
subject in three installments in Creation Weekly (Chuangzao
zhoukan) between December 1923 and January 1924.
Remarkably free of the partisanship characterizing most of the
Creation Society (Chuangzao she) publications in the 1920s,
Zheng’s essay represents another effort to engage literary
criticism in the critical-rational discourse. After asserting first of
all that "National Literature" (the term printed in English) is what
is most urgently needed in Chinese new literature, Zheng
immediately distinguishes his position from the following five: (1)
“Art for Art’s Sake”
pa/)，which has turned “art” into a
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concept empty of life; (2) “Art for Life’s Sake” （
rens/reng pa/)，
which holds an instrumental view of literature; (3) "World
Literature" {Welt Literatur), which appears idealistic whereas
national literature is realistic; (4) "Plebeian Literaturef, {pingmin
wenxue), which has failed in its May Fourth phase due to the
writer's pretended sympathy for the poor and the oppressed;
and (5) “Class Lite ratu re, which is secondary to national
literature because all people share the same feeling for their
nation, regardless of their class (Rao et al. 1985: 1.72-80).
Zheng then proceeds to elaborate two basic elements in
National Literature, the “love for the homeland” and the “sense
of identification." The identities shared by a nation include
organization of the nation-state (guojia), language, national
character (guomin xing), customs and habits, and history and
legend. It follows that National Literature should focus on these
fundamental national identities and faithfully depict life in every
class, every society, and every location within the nation, in
order to articulate the “national consciousness” （
guom/n y/’s/?/).
Given its overtly synthetic nature, National Literature does not
favor either realism or romanticism, nor does it impose any
ideology on individual writers; instead, it only opposes all types
of “pseudo-isms” （
1985: 1_90)_
Precisely because of its attempt to formulate an eclectic
view of National Literature that transcends the rigid divides of
class distinction, literary movement, and political ideology, Zheng
Boqi’s essay appeared as an “odd” piece in the intensely
bellicose arena of Chinese literary criticism in the 1920s. In spite
of his claim that his concept of National Literature has nothing to
do with "nationalism" (guojia zhuyi, literally, ideology of the
nation-state"), because it is inappropriate to debate a political
term in literary criticism (1985: 1.74)，Zheng’s essay was
nonetheless conspicuously at odds with the radical views
expressed by his fellow Creationists. Yu Dafu (1896-1945), for
instance, asserted in the June 1923 issue of the same Creation
Weekly that the nation-state (guojia) is diametrically opposed to
“art,” for art represents nothing but truth，peace，justice, beauty
and emotion (1985: 1.55-59). Earlier, in the May 1923 issue of
the same journal，Yu Dafu raised the issue of “class struggles in
literature” by attaching class labels to successive European
literary movements—classicism as aristocratic, naturalism as
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bourgeois, and neo-heroism as proletarian (1985: 1.49-54). A
few years later, in the May 1926 issue of Creation Monthly
(Chuangzao yuekan), Guo Moruo (1892-1978) declared that
“Our epoch is a revolutionary epoch” and radically divided
literature into “revolutionary” and “counterrevolutionary” （
1985:
1.125-34). Yu Dafu followed suit immediately in 1927 by
promoting new slogans such as “Proletarian Dictatorship and
Proletarian Literature” （
1985: 1.146-48).17
In the midst of such sloganeering in literary criticism in the
1920s, the lack of an unifying literary ideology was clearly
recognized. It is interesting to observe that at least on two other
occasions—apart from Zheng Boqi’s effort in 1923—nationalism
was mobilized as a fundamental literary concept. In the mid1920s Hu Yunyi published in The Awakened Lion (Xingshi) an
essay on "Nationalism and New Literature and Art," in which he
insists on nationalism (guojia zhuyi) as a remedy for the
epicurean, the romantic, and the decadent tendencies in modern
Chinese literature. However, Hu’s call for militant, heroic, and
patriotic literature “soaked in blood and tears” secured him
nothing but criticism from the Creation Society (1985: 1.110-16).
A sim ilar fate fell to a subsequent attem pt by the
Nationalist-sponsored campaign for “Nationalist Literature and
Art" (minzu zhuyi wenyi). In June 1930, a group of writers
assembled in Shanghai and issued a manifesto in which they
argue that the only way out of the present crisis in Chinese
literature—strangled, as it were, by residual feudalist ideas on
the one side and leftist revolutionary thoughts on the other—is
the formation of a unifying ideology—that is, nationalism, which
they acclaimed as “the highest significance of literature and art”
(Beijing daxue et al. 1979: 3.81). Although in theory Nationalist
Literature seeks not only to articulate the already formed
"national consciousnessM(minzu yishi) but also to create a new
national life, in practice it could do nothing but turn out a number
of stories and poems glorifying the bloody civil wars.
In a 1931 critique of Nationalist Literature, labeled as a
"fascist" type of "slaughter literature>, (tusha wenxue), Mao Dun
17 It is ironic that by 1930 Guo Moruo already labeled Yu Dafu,
who had co-founded the Creation Society with him，as a “reactionary”
writer representing the interests of the ''money class" (Rao et al. 1985:
2.661).
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contends that Jaine's notion of tlrace,>(zhongzu) -from which the
promoters of Nationalist Literature drew their insights—has long
been refuted and discarded by Marxist literary theory. Since the
people of every nation are divided into the ruling classes and the
oppressed masses of workers and peasants, Nationalist
Literature as a seemingly “transcendent” category works only to
conceal its class nature and its true intent, which is to resist
Proletarian Literature of the late 1920s (Beijing daxue et al.
1979: 3.95-104).

種族

The Epoch, the Historical Evolution, and the
Reformulation of Positions
To a certain extent，Mao Dun’s critique of Nationalist
Literature is symptomatic of literary criticism in modern China,
for behind literary criticism's rational discourse is a self-righteous
move to switch positions from time to time in order to adapt to
the newest theories. As early as 1922, Mao Dun was among the
first Chinese critics to endorse this theory advanced by the
French scholar Hippolyte-Adolphe Taine: a national literature is
determ ined by three basic fa cto rs— “the ra c e , “the
surroundings,” and “the epoch” （
Taine 1971: 607-10). Mao Dun,
though, adds a fourth item—the writer’s personality—to his
exposition of the relationship between literature and life (Beijing
daxue et al. 1979: 1.186-90). In less than ten years, Mao Dun
was empowered to renounce Taine’s literary legacy, in part
because Marxist theory carried more authority and conviction at
the time，and in part because the “epoch” （
or historical period)
had changed.
A more radical reformulation of literary positions, one
which occurred between 1922 and 1928 when the Creation
Society decided to move 什om “art as a product of the genius
("anca/)” to that of “art as a weapon of revolution,” was also
legitimated in the name of epoch.18 Since each epoch advances
through constant revolutions and each epoch has its own "spirif
{shidai jingshen or Zeitgeist), it follows that the content of
Revolutionary Literature in each epoch must be different. To
sound more “scientific,” Guo Moruo formulates this theory in a
mathematic equation: “Revolutionary Literature = F x Zeitgeist，
”
or, more simply put, literature is the function [F] of revolution"
(Rao et al. 1985: 1.131). According to this formula, a writer or
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critic can be a revolutionary in the previous epoch but a
counterrevolutionary in the present one, or vice versa.
To be sure，the “epoch” as a literary category already
surfaced in the May Fourth period. In his New Youth essay
“Human Literature” （
1918)，Zhou Zuoren (1885-1967) insists on
the importance of the concept of epoch in literary criticism
(Beijing daxue et al. 1979: 1.108). Later on, "literature is the
reflection of the epoch15 became almost a cliche, endorsed by
Mao Dun as early as 1921 (1979: 1.181). In 1928, Li Chuli (b.
1900), a new-generation Creationist, announced that the literary
revolution in modern China had gone through the early two
stages— ” bourgeois lite ra tu re ” and “petit-bourgeois
literature”一and, by the inherent law of historical development,
was heading inevitably toward ''Proletarian Literature" (1979:
2.39). By the same logic (i.e., negation of negation), Qian
Xingcun (Ah Ying, 1900-1977) declared in 1928 that the epoch
of Ah Q was over and that Lu Xun, strangely labeled as petitbourgeois and conservative, had been abandoned by the
modern epoch (1979: 2.46). In these instances modern Chinese
critics were always willing to subscribe to the evolutionary
scheme of history, drawing literary precedents entirely—
— and
oftentimes indiscrim inately— from Western and Japanese
literature.
From Literature of National Defence to the United Front

國防文學
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It is thus not surprising to find that in 1935 “Literature of
National Defence" (guofang wenxue) became the latest literary
response to a new epoch, namely the war of resistance to
Japanese invasion. Drawn from the Soviet precedent, Literature
of National Defence was to adopt the form of nationalism (minzu
zhuyi) and to work toward the common goal of national
18
The first formulation is articulated by Yu Dafu: “Literature and
art are the products of the genius; they cannot be measured by regular
rules”一which accounts for the “abnormal,” the “eccentric，
” and even
the "unreasonable" in the genius (Rao et al. 1985: 1.11), The second
formulation is proposed by Li Chuli: l<Our literary text must move from
'art as weapon (yishu de wuqi) to the art of weaponry (wuqi de yishuy1'
—which means that literature must work like “machine-guns and
mortars), in the age of revolution (Beijing daxue etal. 1979: 2.42-43).
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salvation. It was upheld as the only banner under which all
Chinese people— except those who collaborate with the
Japanese— must unite, regardless of the ir ideological
differences. Literature of National Defence was further defined
as opposed to literature that brings down a kingdom" (wangguo
wenxue) and literature for slavery" (nuli wenxue), which were
exemplified in descriptions of trivial private matters, in a
reclusive type of humor, in a pessimistic or nihilistic outlook, and
in endless sobbing and sighing (Zhongguo shehuikexueyuan
1982: 1.3-9).19 In short, Literature of National Defence was to
form a “united front” in Chinese literature and to fulfill the mission
of anti-imperialism in the field of literature. In a critical period
when national security was increasingly threatened by the
Japanese invaders (who had control over Northeastern China
[Manchuria] in late 1931 and had attacked Shanghai in early
1932), the patriotic slogan of national defence proved very
appealing to the critics; in fact, in a short while similar slogans
were issued to cover specific literary genres or related fields
such as “Poetry of National Defence,” “Drama of National
Defence,” “Music of National Defence，
” “Painting of National
Defence，
” and “Cinema of National Defence.”
In the midst of such patriotic enthusiasm, Literature of
National Defence was briefly challenged by a new slogan, "Mass
Literature of the National Revolutionary War" (minzu geming
zhanzheng de dazhong wenxue), proposed by Hu Feng (19021985) and endorsed by Lu Xun and Mao Dun in 1936. This new
concept was thus theorized with regard to Chinese literature of
the 1930s: “nation” refers to the position of literature; “revolution”
to the goal of literature; “war” to the means of literature; and
“mass” to the principal force of literature (1982: 2.642). Ironically,
although it was proposed as a unifying “central theme” that
would dissolve “social disputes” of the Wme (1982: 1_ 214-16),
the new slogan nevertheless triggered a heated debate between
19
According to Wang Mengye, the literary texts that fall into
category of Literature of National Defence include a collection of
reportage (baogao wenxue) on the January 28, 1931 Shanghai
incident (i.e., the fighting against the Japanese troops), novels by Li
Huiying (b. 1911), Tian Jun (Xiao Jun, 1907-1988), Xiao Hong (19111942), and plays by Tian Han (1898-1968) and Bai Wei (Zhongguo
shehuikexueyuan 1982: 1.93-100).
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the Hu Feng group and the promoters of Literature of National
Defence, primarily over the issue of leadership. Near the end of
the debate, Chen Boda (1905-1989) clarified the difference
between the two slogans in this way: Literature of National
Defence was the slogan for the united front, whereas Mass
Literature of the National Revolutionary War was the slogan for
the leftist writers within the united front (1982: 2.926).
It is significant to observe that, despite the apparent
controversy, the two slogans are fundamentally identical in their
designation of modern Chinese literature as essentially
“national,” with national defence or national revolution contingent
on the demands of the changing epoch. At a time when literary
criticism was preoccupied with war, defence and revolution,
there was virtually no space left for gender considerations. By
the mid-1930s, after two decades of renewed interventions of
literary criticism in the public sphere, modern Chinese literature
was finally turned into a national literature. Literature was
legitimated by the nation, and the act of this legitimation was
declared in the name of an epoch.
The Disintegration of the Liberal Public Sphere

新月派
第三種人

左聯

The 1930s marked a special period in the functioning of
the liberal public sphere in modern China. Literary criticism had
acquired an explosive power after a succession of fierce literary
polemics, such as the attacks on butterfly fiction, the Crescent
Moon Society (Xinyue pai) and “The Third C ategory”
(D isanzhong ren), as well as the controversies over
Revolutionary Literature, Proletarian Literature, and Literature of
National Defence (Anderson 1990: 27-75; Beijing daxue et al.
1979; Denton 1996; Galik 1980). Given the imperative of
national salvation and national literature, literary criticism was
reformulated and reinstitutionalized. No longer restricted as in
the early 1920s to the independent periodical presses and to the
loosely formed literary societies which by and large competed
with each other in the rational-critical discourse, literary criticism
was now increasingly controlled by mass organizations which
imposed strict regulations on individual critics.
”The Chinese League of Left-Wing Writers” (Zuolian,
hereafter “Leftist League”)，established in 1930 to transcend
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factional bigotry and to form a united front among critics and
writers, set down the following goals for its members: to resist
imperialists, bourgeoisie, warlords, and landlords; to propagate
the Soviet-style revolution; to recruit correspondents from
workers, peasants, and soldiers; to fight against nationalists,
fascists, and other anti-revolutionary thoughts and literature
(Beijing daxue et al. 1979: 2. 239). Inevitably, priority was given
to organizational principles and disciplines over individual
freedom and creativity, as is evident in the follow ing
announcement: “Within the Leftist League, no activities that are
against our principles are permitted; no actions that depart from
our policies are permitted; no factional ideologies or trends are
permitted; and no acts o f . . . indolence or slowing down of work
are permitted" (1979: 244). What is more, these regulations
were not mere rhetoric; they were carried out to the letter.
Whenever individual members failed to report regularly to the
Leftist League, they were given a harshly-worded warning and, if
no repentance was submitted, they were eventually expelled
from the organization. In April and May 1931, for instance, three
members_ Zhou Quanping (1902-1983), Ye Lingfeng (19041975), and Zhou Yuying—were expelled from the Leftist League,
following the decision by the League’s standing committee
(Wong 1991: 110-11).
The strict organizational principles and disciplinary
regulations— reinforced in the same way as in a political
party—preempted the space of the rational-critical discourse in
leftist literary criticism. It is not that leftist discourse was no
longer rational or critical (for its powerful rhetoric proved
otherwise); however, now the discourse clearly set a limit to
one's critical rationality. When literary criticism was no longer
practiced by individuals exercising their free will — with no
exceptions all League members were called upon to f<go to
factories, villages, and the front lines55(Beijing daxue et al. 1979:
2.205) — and when critical discussions were no longer
conducted on an equal basis of “common humanity” （
the League
was operated in a hierarchical system), the rational-critical
discourse of the earlier time had changed its nature, and the
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liberal public sphere began to disintegrate in the mid-1930s.20
In the subsequent period of wars, literary criticism was
deprived of its stable institutional basis. Although literary
polemics were still staged in the late 1930s and throughout the
1940s, they were more and more characterized by rigid and
authoritative party lines (as in Mao Zedong’s famous “Yan’an
Talk") rather than by competing rational-critical discourses
(McDougall 1980; Holm 1982). In the post-1949 era, the
organizational principles and disciplinary regulations which were
first attempted in the Leftist League and then in the Yan’an
region were reinforced at the level of the nation-state, with many
veteran League leaders, such as Mao Dun and Zhou Yang (b.
1908), assuming top leadership in the People's Republic.
Literary criticism was quickly reduced to a subservient
mouthpiece for the Communist Party, while the rationa卜critical
discourse had to be eliminated altogether. While one may
attribute the achievement of national literature in modern China
to the timely intervention of literary criticism through the public
sphere in the early twentieth century, this was admittedly
achieved at a considerable cost. Even though the ideology of
national literature was officially endorsed in the over-politicized
post-1949 era, literary criticism no longer functioned in the liberal
public sphere. This public sphere was conspicuously non
existent until the late 1970s, due in part to constant state
intervention and in part to the disappearance of virtually all
private spheres in mainland China (Madsen 1993).

20
Of great relevance here are Mary Rankin’s reflections on why,
despite its initial signs of promise, "a civil society did not emerge1' in
Republican China; particularly illuminating is her observation of “the
possibility that society itself may have generated even greater
obstacles to civil society than those presented by the state” （
Rankin
1993: 171, 175). Insofar as modern literary criticism is concerned, one
may speculate that the disintegration of the liberal public sphere
resulted not so much from direct state intervention (e.g., literary
censorship) as from the changing nature of literary institutions
themselves (e.g., from literary societies to party organizations).
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